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A. Introduction
In the Ethiopian highlands, communal grasslands are commonly scattered among the farmlands. These grasslands 
play several important roles, especially providing between 10% and 50% of the livestock feed (Eba and Sircely 
2020a) that supports the livelihoods of farmers in terms of income from sales of livestock and livestock products, 
and household consumption of nutritious animal source foods. Improving the management and productivity of 
communal grasslands would increase the proportion of livestock feed coming from these lands, and support 
livestock-based livelihoods. Communal grasslands contribute significantly to multiple ecosystem services, from 
infiltration of rainfall and prevention of erosion, to carbon storage in soils and root biomass, to habitat that sustains 
indigenous biodiversity (Rossiter et al. 2017).
The status of management in most highland communal grasslands highlights several areas of possible 
improvement. Livestock grazing is heavy and not well organized, leading to competition among farmers to extract 
communal resources before others do. The lack of formal or informal management plans for most communal 
grasslands puts them at risk of degradation from heavy and disorganized grazing. In addition, ongoing trends 
of subdivision of communal lands (Eba and Sircely 2020a) into individual crops or plantation forestry place even 
heavier grazing pressure on the remaining fraction of grassland. While in many instances crop conversion is 
critical to providing cropland for residents in greatest need, in other cases conversion to crops results in a few 
years of poor yields, after which the area is infested with weeds, unless active and costly restoration is conducted.
To help catalyze better management of communal grasslands in the Ethiopian highlands, researchers from the 
International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI) and Debre Birhan Agricultural Research Center worked together 
with woreda experts from the agriculture and land management offices to design a new grassland management 
approach. This approach includes systems analysis and a structured process for supporting communal grassland 
user groups to better plan grazing and restoration in their grasslands. The main objectives were to prevent 
unplanned grazing and target restoration, allow recovery of vegetation, improve forage production and 
ecosystem services, and to identify recommendations for wider application in highland communal grasslands. 
In this approach, outside facilitators from government, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), research 
institutions, etc. support the user group of a communal grassland to improve its management. User groups are 
generally registered with local government, while in other places church groups and traditional or other local 
institutions such as edir social support groups are involved in management of grasslands. These local institutions 
are the key to grassland management, as they provide the local oversight that is needed to create and enforce 
rules and by-laws to regulate grazing and stipulate individual contributions of labor and other inputs. The result 
of this process is a grassland management plan created by the user group, documented in the local language 
and deposited with local government and the user group. These plans are flexible and can be changed to reflect 
shifting livelihood priorities in the user group, placing management decisions in the hands of those who benefit 
from grassland resources.
2 Highland communal grassland management in Ethiopia—Guide to implementation
The highlands communal grassland management (HCGM) process is conducted in three sequential phases:
• In the first phase, characterization of communal grassland management systems helps facilitators to better 
understand and be able to work within local management systems and constraints in a particular area such as a 
woreda or zone.
• In the second phase, prioritization of management objectives of grassland user groups clarifies how realistic benefits 
to livelihoods could motivate farmers to manage the grassland in an improved manner.
• The third phase is management planning, in which facilitators support user groups to create a management plan for 
their grassland. The management plan is documented and translated into the local language of the area with the 
assistance of facilitators, and copies are deposited with local government and user group.
The complete three-phase process of HCGM was recently tested in 10 communal grasslands in the Menz area of 
Amhara. The promising results from this test are provided as examples in this manual, to help guide those who 
would like to use the HCGM approach in the Ethiopian highlands.
Well-managed communal grasslands would significantly improve feed availability, livestock production, and 
the income and livelihoods of farmers who rely on livestock products. Planning the management of communal 
grasslands based on local priorities would slow down land degradation, promote restoration and enhance 
ecosystem services across the Ethiopian highlands.
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B. Phase 1 – Characterize grassland 
management
Purpose
Understand local practice and constraints to management, to support highland communal grassland 
management.
Methods
Facilitators conduct a 2-hour focus group discussion (FGD) with the user group of a communal grassland. 
The facilitators prepare a report summarizing the characterization of communal grassland management 
for all grasslands where characterization has been conducted in a certain area, such as a woreda or a zone. 
Characterization is guided by a detailed manual (Sircely and Eba 2020a), which includes an FGD guide for step-
by-step characterization of grassland management.
Importance and role in process
Characterization is simply preparation for communal grassland management. Characterizing the existing 
communal grassland management system helps outside facilitators to understand the basic, fundamental factors 
that affect grassland management. Characterization helps facilitators to exercise due diligence at the beginning of 
management planning. In other words, facilitators should begin management planning when they are prepared, 
and not before. Local knowledge and approaches should be accepted and used in management planning in 
combination with the expert knowledge of facilitators. Those who are experienced in a certain local area might 
need less preparation, but could be surprised by new or unique local knowledge or management techniques 
learned from farmers.
The first step in characterization of highland communal grassland management is to conduct mapping of the 
grassland with the user group. Documenting the layout of the area helps the outside facilitators to understand the 
grassland, how it is managed, and possible constraints to management. The combination of current management 
with likely constraints to management will point to issues that need to be addressed, and will help to clarify 
possible opportunities for the user group to improve the management system.
The characterization process provides a basic description of the communal grassland, including key variables 
such as grassland area, the number of households in the user group, and number of settlements or villages using 
the grassland. It also documents who can access resources in the communal grassland, and which resources 
those users can access. Recording of resource access is disaggregated according to multiple stakeholder groups 
separated by gender, age, user group members and non-members, and neighbouring communities and any 
other visitors who regularly or occasionally use the grassland for grazing or other purposes. If some of these 
stakeholder groups are not consulted or are neglected during the planning phase, they may be unlikely to ‘buy-in’ 
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or support the management process, possibly slowing progress or inhibiting the cooperativity of some members 
of the user group.
The degree to which livelihoods of the user group depend on livestock, crops or both (mixed) are recorded. This 
information is useful for multiple purposes, especially working toward ‘win-win’ integration of crops and livestock 
(Duncan et al. 2013). For example, farmers who are highly dependent on livestock may be more motivated to 
improve management of communal grasslands. Alternatively, those highly dependent on crops may value the 
communal grassland for grazing bullocks used for ploughing or equines used for transport. Either way, the 
motivation of farmers for improving grassland management begin to come into view.
The ‘feed basket’ for livestock in the local area is recorded, including all feed sources from communal and 
individual grasslands and croplands. One of the key reasons for documenting the feed basket is to measure the 
degree to which the user group relies on the communal grassland for feed. Heavier reliance on the grassland 
may sometimes incentivize or motivate farmers to improve management, and could influence the selection 
of management options by the user group. Key feed resources and challenges are identified. In addition, 
participatory assessment of trends over the past 10 years are used to understand changes in grassland condition, 
forage productivity and resilience to grazing, plus the general well-being of grassland users. Assessing the 
social inclusivity of benefits, especially in terms of gender and youth, helps to identify who is benefitting from the 
resources of the grassland, and who might not be benefitting.
Current management practice in communal grasslands is documented, including the degree of individualization, 
which can vary significantly among grasslands. Any and all management practices including grazing 
management, intensive restoration and resource extraction provide outside facilitators with an understanding 
of the ‘baseline’ status. Understanding current management helps facilitators to suggest practices that are well 
aligned to existing management, which will enable user groups to adopt these new practices more readily.
Governance of grassland management is the primary purpose of the overall highland communal grassland 
management process summarized in this document. Before improving governance, however, it is critical to 
understand the formal and informal governance that may already exist in a particular communal grassland. 
Elements of the governance system include any traditional or customary, government-formed or other institutions 
in place that provide oversight or make decisions on grassland management. In many cases, there may be little 
or no existing governance for communal grasslands. Even in the absence of any recognizable local management 
institution, social norms may be active in guiding how users manage the grassland. In some communal grasslands 
in the highlands, there are long-standing grazing patterns. For example, where seasonal flooding prevents 
grazing for much of the year, those areas are effectively rested from grazing at that time. Once the flood subsides 
after the rainy season, these areas are often grazed or cut for fodder, while other portions of the grassland can be 
somewhat rested from grazing. As a result, all portions of the grassland receive some amount of rest during the 
course of the year. These and any other local or traditional management approaches or norms are documented 
during characterization, to be built upon later in grassland management planning.
Governance may come from an existing local institution, including informal and traditional groups such as edir, 
government-formed groups, or combinations or variations of these. For any system of governance in place, 
the structure and operations are documented, including leadership, decision-making processes, rules and 
punishments or other enforcement of rules. A final and critical element of local governance is whether or not user 
rights for the communal grassland have been certified by the government to the user group. User groups that 
have already received ongoing government certification of user rights may have a stronger sense of security over 
the future of the grassland, likely giving them an advantage in building collective action to improve management 
and make investments into the grassland.
Characterization also provides an initial assessment of key potential constraints to grassland management. These 
include livestock diseases and how they affect grazing patterns, the potential for conflict within the user group 
and with outsiders who visit the grassland from other areas, and access to markets of various size. Disease, 
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disputes and market access can severely frustrate user groups seeking to improve management. The choice of 
whether to try to mitigate these constraints, or to select management options that avoid those constraints, rests 
with the user group, as they will be the ones to lead the change.
Finally, sometimes the user group may not be familiar with the idea of planning grassland management, and 
introducing the user group to the idea could help them begin reflecting on their goals, priorities and ideas for 
improving their grassland. When outside facilitators return after a week or more of break time for prioritization of 
management objectives, the user group will be more prepared to hold an earnest and vigorous discussion among 
themselves on what their personal and communal goals are for the grassland, priorities for improvement that will 
feasibly benefit their livelihoods, and initial rough ideas on how they can improve their grassland.
Characterization — Key results and examples 
Characterization in two highland areas, Menz and Abergelle, showed that characteristics of communal grasslands 
differed strongly between the semi-arid highlands of Abergelle, and the more productive, more humid highlands 
of Menz. Abergelle is known for the Abergelle breed of goats, while Menz is known for the Menz sheep breed. 
Communal grasslands in drier Abergelle were larger than in more humid Menz, had more users, comprised a 
larger proportion of total livestock feed—17–50% in Abergelle, compared to 13% on average in Menz—and had 
different and often more advanced governance systems on both the Amhara and Tigray sides of trans-regional 
Abergelle (Eba and Sircely 2020a). In Abergelle, four grasslands had some kind of institution overseeing at least 
some aspects of grassland management, such as Ethiopian Orthodox church or village committees (informal), and 
the woreda (formal). In Menz, one grassland has an edir, an informal social support group that influences resource 
use in the communal grassland.
Several local institutional arrangements are possible, including traditional and government models, or mixed 
models. Any and all of these local institutions are candidates to support user groups to improve grassland 
management, with the most critical characteristic being the degree of credibility enjoyed by the institution in 
the local area, and subsequent ‘buy-in’ to management by the larger local community of grassland users and 
residents.
Characteristics of communal grasslands also varied substantially in each of these highland areas (Eba and Sircely 
2020b, 2020c). For example, in Menz, the area of communal grasslands varied widely, from 2 to 200 ha, 
with between 15 and 800 households using the grassland, from one village to many villages (Eba and Sircely 
2020b). The balance of emphasis on livestock versus crops for local livelihoods varied greatly as well, with 
some user groups mostly dependent on crops, others mostly dependent on livestock, and still others pursuing a 
mixed livelihoods strategy combining both crops and livestock to significant degrees (Eba and Sircely 2020b). 
Constraints and problems facing grassland management, especially disputes and market access, affected a few 
user groups in Menz (Eba and Sircely 2020b).
This essential information allows for a basic understanding of the management systems in these highland 
communal grasslands. Grassland size, number of users, existing governance, and constraints and opportunities 
all help to direct possible management approaches that combine technical practice and institutional oversight 
into an integrated package1. 
1  For an overview of characterization of communal grassland management in Menz and Abergelle, see Eba and Sircely (2020a) https://hdl.handle.
net/10568/109721. For full details from characterization of community grassland management in Menz, see Eba and Sircely (2020b) https://hdl.handle.
net/10568/110841. For full details from Abergelle see Eba and Sircely (2020c) https://hdl.handle.net/10568/110842 
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C. Phase 2 – Prioritize grassland 
management objectives
Purpose
To prioritize management objectives of a grassland user group, understand realistic livelihood benefits that 
can motivate farmers to manage the grassland in an improved manner, and begin identifying appropriate 
management practices.
Methods
Facilitators conduct a 2-hour FGD with the user group of a communal grassland, and prepare a summary report for 
all grasslands where prioritization has been conducted in a certain area, such as a woreda or a zone. Prioritization 
is guided by a structured FGD protocol (Appendix A) for prioritizing grassland management objectives.
Importance and role in process
Livelihoods are at the centre of the prioritization phase. For any agricultural producer, all production—for 
household consumption through global exports—has a specific value or multiple values to that producer. 
These values in highland communal grasslands may range from milk for children of the home, to livestock for 
international export, or both. Values provided to the producer are the main motivations that can lead to improved 
management of communal grasslands and other common natural resources (Ostrom 1990). To ensure that the 
management of each and every grassland satisfies the objectives of producers, prioritization documents general 
crop and livestock contributions to livelihoods, and especially livelihoods derived specifically from the grassland. 
Prioritization allows the needs of farmers in the larger livelihood system of mixed crops and livestock to be 
incorporated into management planning. As a result, communal grassland management actions will fit better 
within this system to provide greater benefits in a manner that feasibly and tangibly benefits farmers’ livelihoods, 
including through crop-livestock integration (Duncan et al. 2013).
To facilitate an effective management planning process, outside facilitators need to understand what resources 
farmers are getting from the grassland, and want to get from the grassland, and how that fits into the larger mixed 
crop and livestock livelihoods system. Usually, grazing is the main and primary use of communal grasslands, 
yet other resources also come from these areas, such as wood for fuel or tools, quarrying of stone or clay, and 
medicinal plants and manure. Generally, these other uses are less important than grazing, yet the management 
plan should allow sufficient use of all grassland resources in a sustainable manner that does not compromise the 
use of the grassland as a key livestock feed resource. Farmers often have somewhat differing goals for livestock 
feed use, given that different livestock types have different pasturage requirements. Assessing which livestock 
species and production purposes are of highest priority will help ensure that management is in line with enhanced 
production of priority livestock types. 
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Prioritization of management objectives begins with listing and ranking the problems facing livestock and 
communal grasslands according to the grassland user group (Appendix A, Part B). Addressing problems first 
enables prioritization to focus on the main issues affecting the user group. Only problems affecting the communal 
grassland are considered, such as poor production and mortality of livestock. Grassland degradation of varying 
severity is documented according to the user group—from loss of preferred grass species (light degradation) 
to expansion of unpalatable or problematic species (moderate), to large areas of bare ground with major gully 
formation (severe degradation). The role of livestock disease may also be recorded, especially where it affects 
grazing patterns, e.g., due to avoidance of certain disease-prone areas. Once all problems facing the grassland 
and their impacts on livestock production are recorded, the user group ranks these problems in order of 
importance.
At this stage, the resources derived from communal grasslands have already been documented during 
characterization. In prioritization, the user group ranks these resources according to their importance (Appendix 
A, Part C). A short gap of time between characterization and prioritization—a minimum of one week is 
recommended—allows the user group some time for reflection on their grassland, the resources it provides, and 
their priorities for management. This brief break in time may provide more accurate prioritization of objectives.
To understand the details of livestock-based livelihoods, the user group ranks local priority livestock species, 
sex and age (Appendix A, Part D) to understand what livestock types contribute most to their livelihoods. For 
the highest-ranked livestock types (combined species, sex, age), production purposes are listed and ranked in 
order of importance (Appendix A, Part E), including milk production for consumption or sale, meat production 
for consumption or sale, and live animal sales. Livestock production for household consumption is often lower-
input, since this production does not provide cash income returns. If livestock production is geared more toward 
market sales, it is possible that the income from these sales will allow greater use of inputs in livestock production, 
especially inputs purchased with cash. In communal grasslands, inputs include those designed to benefit the 
grassland and livestock production, notably transaction costs (organization, sensitization), labour costs (e.g. for 
intensive restoration), and agricultural inputs (manure, seeds, etc.).
The final steps of prioritization begin to assess what changes to grassland management can realistically contribute 
to management objectives that will effectively improve livelihoods. The feasibility of using planning to achieve 
various possible objectives mentioned as priorities by the user group is assessed (Appendix A, Part F), to 
understand which objectives and priorities could be practically achievable, and which might not be. The user 
group is then asked for their ideas on how to improve grassland management (Appendix A, Part G). Finally, 
the facilitators suggest possible grassland management options from a list (Appendix A, Part H), and assess the 
feasibility of implementing these options. Management options are suggested by the facilitators at the end of the 
exercise, to avoid biasing responses, to record any promising ideas being considered by at least some members 
of the user group, and to document any possibly novel techniques informed by local knowledge and experience.
A significant objective of the prioritization discussion is to provide for open debate on goals, priorities and ideas 
for improving management of the grassland. When the facilitators return for management planning, the user 
group will be more mentally prepared to debate and negotiate among themselves on how to achieve realistic 
improvements to their management system.
Prioritization — Key results and examples 
During prioritization of management objectives in the Menz area of Amhara, user groups stated that use of the 
grassland for grazing of livestock was the main priority in all 10 communal grasslands (Eba and Sircely 2020d). 
Use of other resources may also be planned to ensure sustainable use, but secondary objectives must remain 
secondary. Other resources from the grasslands were sometimes significant, with cutting of wood ranked as 
the second priority in three out of 10 user groups, while all 10 groups ranked collection of stones, minerals and 
clay from certain portions of grasslands as a second or third priority. Collection of manure, fodder, spices and 
medicines were each ranked as second or third priorities by between one and three user groups, while two user 
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groups use the communal grassland as a water source. Since grazing is the primary management objective, 
grazing was placed at the centre of management plans for all 10 of these grasslands.
Problems facing user groups varied widely (Eba and Sircely 2020d). Livestock death due to forage scarcity was 
ranked first by 6 out of 10 groups, while the other 4 groups ranked as first major land degradation (bare ground, 
erosion, major gully formation). Declining grassland production and forage quality were ranked second or third 
by four user groups, although these less pressing problems seemed to be overshadowed by the commonness of 
livestock mortality and major grassland degradation. Livestock diseases and pests, such as liver flukes which affect 
sheep most especially, and water access were also mentioned.
Sheep and cattle were always the number 1 and 2 priority livestock species, but user groups varied in whether 
sheep or cattle came first (Eba and Sircely 2020d). Priorities in terms of sex and age were different for each user 
group, with no strong patterns emerging. Generally, livestock production was oriented more toward market sales 
than household consumption (except for oxen used for ploughing), which could indicate strong potential for 
intensification.
Initial assessment of restoration ideas and options (Eba and Sircely 2020d) indicated a clear interest in grazing 
management, with six user groups supporting short-resting, nine supporting basic seasonal grazing, and eight 
supporting rotational grazing. However, as shown below, rotational grazing was dismissed during management 
planning by all 10 user groups, while both short-resting and basic seasonal grazing were adopted by nine 
groups. The intensive restoration options viewed most favourably during prioritization were reseeding and gully 
rehabilitation (four groups each), but during management planning only one user group planned to conduct 
reseeding (though other intensive options were selected).
This information was useful in suggesting management practices and planning grassland management. First 
and foremost, grazing is the main priority for these lands. Livestock mortality from feed scarcity and grassland 
degradation are seen as serious problems by the user groups, which can be addressed through grassland 
management. Market orientation of production suggests strong intensification potential. User groups seemed to 
see value in grazing management, and seemed willing to act in this area2. 
Management planning with the user group of a communal grassland in Menz, Amhara in March 2021 (photo 
credit: ILRI/Jason Sircely).
2  For full details from prioritization of management objectives in Menz, see Eba and Sircely (2020d). https://hdl.handle.net/10568/110846. 
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D. Phase 3 – Management planning 
for communal grasslands
Purpose
The user group of a communal grassland creates a management plan. The management plan is documented 
and translated into the local language with assistance from facilitators, and copies are deposited with local 
government and the user group.
Methods
Facilitators conduct a 4–6 hour workshop with the committee of a grassland user group to create the management 
plan, including grazing management approaches, and intensive restoration measures. The user group also 
creates rules or by-laws as needed to enforce the plan, and agrees on actions needed to achieve the plan. After 
the workshop, the management plan for each communal grassland is documented by facilitators in the local 
language of the area, and submitted to the user group for approval. The user group-approved management plan 
is deposited at the woreda offices and copies distributed to kebeles and the grassland user group. Management 
planning for highland communal grasslands is guided by a manual (Sircely and Eba 2020b) that provides a 
summary of the management planning process. The process begins with planning grazing management, 
incorporates intensive restoration measures, and creates an action plan for setting the management plan in 
motion.
Importance and role in the process
Management planning is the ‘real work’ in the process of highland communal grassland management planning. 
During this stage, a crucial step is taken—the user group sits down together, discusses what realistic changes 
can be made, and agrees on what can be done, here and now. What might be feasible later in the future to take 
management to the next level is also noted. External facilitators from government, NGOs, research institutions, 
etc. convene the meeting and facilitate the discussion.
The main responsibility of facilitators during the planning workshop is to ensure that the user group creates the 
plan based on their priority management objectives. Facilitators are also responsible for ensuring the feasibility of 
the management plan, by questioning and challenging any unclear or potentially unrealistic ideas. However, it is 
the user group that makes the final decision on what is to be included in the plan, whether it appears realistic or 
not. 
After the planning workshop, facilitators are responsible for documenting the management plan in the local 
language of the area, submitting the plan to the user group for their approval, depositing the plan at woreda 
offices, and distributing copies to kebeles and the grassland user group.
10 Highland communal grassland management in Ethiopia—Guide to implementation
Management planning builds from the earlier characterization of the management system, and prioritization of 
management objectives, to enable facilitators to help the user group create a grassland management plan that 
serves their priority interests. Grassland management includes two main components: (1) grazing management, 
and (2) intensive restoration.
Grazing management includes where and how many grazing animals are located throughout the year and 
the rules that regulate these animals, usually over large grassland areas. It includes elements of space, time 
and actions, which means that simplified forms of grazing management will be more suitable for community 
institutions. For example, rotational grazing is often recommended for communal grasslands, but the calculations 
involved in planning grazing rotations can be difficult for user groups to apply, and the organization and 
enforcement of grazing rotations can be costly. In such cases it is more practical to use simpler, low-cost grazing 
management techniques. Basic seasonal grazing is one low-cost approach, in which the grassland is divided 
into portions that are used primarily or entirely during different seasons of the year. When only a portion of the 
grassland is grazed, the other portions are rested during that season. Seasonal grazing is used locally in some 
Ethiopian highland grasslands, such as where rainy season floods prevent grazing for much of the year, effectively 
resting those areas until the flood recedes and livestock return to graze. The best examples of seasonal grazing are 
from dryland pastoralism, where it is a common approach based on traditional or local knowledge (Oba 2012).  
The simplest grazing approach is ‘short-resting’, in which a large or small portion of grassland is rested for a 
limited period of time (Ash et al. 2011) when resting can be feasibly conducted. Short-resting is best conducted 
during the growing season, especially early in the growing season. The key advantages of short-resting are that (1) 
it can be used in almost any grassland context, and (2) it is affordable, with limited costs in terms of organization 
and sensitization and not capital or labour investments.
During management planning, basic seasonal grazing is introduced first, as this flexible, relatively low-cost 
method is applicable in most grasslands, and may see high uptake. Seasons of the year are recorded to structure a 
seasonal grazing plan based on rainfall and climate, pasture condition, and availability and scarcity of feed and 
alternative feed sources through the year. Livestock grazing can be planned using either of the two methods 
provided: a simple participatory approach, or a more technical approach based on estimation of livestock forage 
needs versus forage supply from the grassland. The seasonal grazing plan is created according to the interest of 
the user group, including formulation of rules or by-laws to provide institutional oversight for grazing. The user 
group makes plans for how the rules or by-laws will be enforced, often referring serious violators to the kebele 
government. At this point, facilitators help the group assess the feasibility of the grazing plan—including technical 
feasibility, the likelihood of user group members adhering to the plan, and feasibility of enforcement. This ‘reality 
check’ pushes the user group to reflect realistically on their plan and make any changes needed to ensure success.
Short-resting (Ash et al. 2011) of all or portions of a grassland is presented next, to provide a low-cost and highly 
feasible option, which can be modified for application in any communal grassland. Short-resting is then expanded 
upon by introducing the concept of rotational resting (Danckwerts et al. 1993), a planned framework for resting of 
different areas of the grassland, at different times of year, and in different years, to accomplish large-scale, long-
term grassland restoration.
Finally, rotational grazing is introduced in a simplified manner, using the approach of planning grazing and resting 
periods to structure rotations among pasture divisions through the year (Butterfield et al. 2006). While there are 
many ways of calculating grazing rotations, the grazing and resting periods approach is one of the simplest, and 
therefore more likely to be adopted by communal grassland user groups. Simple exclosure of existing grassland 
vegetation is technically not a grazing management option (exclosure means there is no grazing), yet is also 
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addressed under grazing management, as it is a simple, low-cost option where the user group cannot identify any 
feasible grazing management approach.
Intensive restoration of grasslands is much simpler than grazing management, but often less sustainable. It is 
normally applied in small areas that have become severely degraded. Examples include reseeding of grasses, 
control of weeds and invasive species, exclosure enrichment, and building of trenches and other soil and 
water conservation structures. To be most successful, intensive restoration options are fitted into the grazing 
management plan. Restoration that is compatible with the grazing plan and that addresses the management 
objectives of the user group is less likely to be neglected or otherwise fail to succeed. For this reason, grazing 
management planning is conducted first to set the overall management structure for the grassland in space and 
over time. Next, intensive options are selected to fill the gaps in the grazing plan. Severely degraded areas must 
be rehabilitated through intensive measures often requiring organization, hard work and significant inputs.
In management planning for communal grasslands, the intensive restoration options proposed for possible 
planning are reseeding, control of weeds and invasive plant species, enriched exclosure (grazing exclosure 
enriched with improved forage and/or fodder shrubs or trees), gully rehabilitation, and soil and water 
conservation structures (especially trenches). For each restoration option, its constraints are brought front-
and-centre during management planning, including the labour and other inputs needed, as well as the risk of 
failure leading to the possible waste of these inputs. For example, reseeding is often seen as desirable, but has 
high failure rates in grazing systems around the world (Svejcar et al. 2017); reseeding needs a serious approach 
including investment in seed, labour for planting, protection from grazing until grasses mature, and a long-term 
grazing plan to prevent the reseeded grasses from disappearing. This list of costs can cause a user group to re-
think before planning reseeding, and may convince them to choose different options that are less costly and may 
be more effective or sustainable.
Once grazing management has been planned, and intensive restoration indicated for specific portions of the 
grassland, the final step in management planning is for the user group to create an annual plan for investments of 
organizational effort, labour and resources. The specific locations of grazing areas, pasture divisions, resting times 
and intensive restoration are planned for implementation. Rules and by-laws can govern both the risk of violations 
to grazing rules, as well as expected contributions from user group households, such as labour for intensive 
restoration, and other inputs such as manure. Rules and by-laws must be created and approved by the user group 
to increase the likelihood of accountability, and provide the group with authority for enforcement.
After management planning has been conducted, the management plan including rules and by-laws are 
translated into the local language of the area, deposited at the woreda office, and copies of the management plan 
are retained at kebele level and by the grassland user group.
Management planning — Key results and examples 
Management planning for highland communal grasslands was tested with 10 user groups in the Menz area 
of Amhara, known for the Menz breed of sheep. The grazing management and intensive restoration options 
that were adopted (i.e., planned) during management planning are summarized in Tables 1 and 2 for these 10 
communal grasslands.
The most commonly adopted (planned) grazing management options were short-resting and basic seasonal 
grazing (Table 1), as both of these options were adopted by nine out of 10 communal grassland user groups.
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2 18 1 No Crops Sheep ✓ ✓ — 2
2.5 17 1 Yes Mixed Sheep ✓ ✓ — 2
3 15 1 No Crops Cattle ✓ ✓ — 2
4 41 1 No Crops Sheep ✓ ✓ — 2
4 21 1 No Crops Sheep ✓ ✓ — 2
4 10 1 No Mixed Cattle ✓ ✓ — 2
6 42 2 Yes Mixed Cattle ✓ ✓ — 2
25 100 Many No Livestock Cattle — — — 0
75 400 Many No Livestock Sheep ✓ ✓ — 2
200 600 Many No Livestock Sheep ✓ ✓ — 2
Total: 9 9 0
Short-resting and basic seasonal grazing are low-cost, simple to implement, and carry little risk. Short-resting 
has the lowest cost, risk and complexity of any grazing management option, because it can be targeted to 
areas of any size, for any period of time feasible for the user group. Short-resting can also be implemented as 
one component of a basic seasonal grazing approach. Rotational grazing was not adopted by any user group. 
Adoption of the intensive restoration options of reseeding, removal of weeds and invasive species, trenches and 
enriched exclosure, was specific to certain user groups, and less common than adoption of grazing management.
The management plans created by the user groups are simple, effective steps in the process of building local 
grassland oversight, and will provide significant benefits to forage production, reduce land degradation, and 
initiate restoration of communal grasslands. The simplicity of the plans reflect the practical approach of thoroughly 
vetting management options based on effectiveness toward management objectives and feasibility. A simple plan 
is a good start that is feasible to initiate, and is likely to yield immediate returns quickly, which can accelerate the 
pace of collective action (Yami et al. 2013). The plans are unlikely to be perfect, and should be improved upon 
as conditions allow, toward the higher goal of optimizing management to sustainably maximize the potential 
productivity of these grasslands.
The final management plans for the 10 communal grasslands in Menz were documented by woreda experts from 
the agriculture and land management offices (See Appendix B for an example of a representative management 
plan for a communal grassland in Menz in Amharic and English). These plans specify the seasons of the year, 
grazing allowed during each season, resting required in each season, penalties for violating the rules (in terms 
of warnings at first, cash or in-kind payments in units of animals, then referral to the Kebele (sub-district) Social 
Court), rights of users (to use the grassland, transfer use to descendants), responsibilities of users (attend 
meetings, follow rules, contribute labour as agreed), and in some cases, included an escape clause to provide 
flexibility in the event of conflict within the user group or due to interference from outside the user group (e.g., 
in case of disputes over the grassland). In other words, the management plans include both the technical 
side of grazing management and intensive restoration, along with the institutional side of rules/by-laws for 
implementation and enforcement of the plan.
Each of these management plans is specific and tailored to the needs of a single grassland user group. The plans 
are more likely to succeed than prescriptions made from outside the user group, and their realistic objectives 
and actions are unlikely to disappoint farmers. For both of these reasons, the management plans are likely to be 
sustainable, and may provide a first step toward more intensive grassland management able to achieve greater 
productivity.
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In Menz, there appeared to be a clear role of repeated discussions, and allowing time for reflection in between. 
The stepwise process of characterization, prioritization and management planning seems to have been effective 
in cultivating realistic evaluation of the full suite of management options in the ‘toolbox’ available for communal 
grasslands in the highlands. Overall, the views of user groups toward management options did not change 
greatly from the prioritization ‘brainstorming’ phase to the management planning phase. However, several 
important changes show the importance of reflection on feasibility of options, and the consideration of new 
options.
Adoption of short-resting was enhanced by the discussions held. Initially, only six user groups were interested 
in short-resting. By the time plans were prepared, three additional groups had adopted short-resting, for a 
total of nine out of 10 grassland user groups who adopted the use of short-resting in their communal grassland 
management plan. This increase in support leading to adoption of short-resting shows that the idea was new or 
not seriously considered before, and the recognition of severe constraints to feasibility for other management 
options. Meanwhile, the nine out of 10 groups initially supportive of basic seasonal grazing did not change from 
one discussion to another. This lack of change shows that user groups understood the approach easily, and saw 
immediate and enduring value in basic seasonal grazing as an effective and feasible approach for managing their 
grasslands.
During prioritization, eight user groups showed interest in rotational grazing. However, during management 
planning, no user groups adopted rotational grazing, even in its most simplified form as provided in the 
management planning manual (Sircely and Eba 2020b). Since it was dismissed during planning, rotational 
grazing is clearly not feasible for these user groups at the present time.
Adoption of intensive management was lower than that of grazing management options. No grassland user 
groups adopted (planned) more than one intensive restoration option. Each group adopted intensive restoration 
selected different options, and most did not adopt any (Table 2). 































2 18 1 No Crops Sheep — — — — — 0
2.5 17 1 Yes Mixed Sheep — — — — — 0
3 15 1 No Crops Cattle — — — — — 0
4 41 1 No Crops Sheep — — — ✓ — 1
4 21 1 No Crops Sheep — — — — — 0
4 10 1 No Mixed Cattle — — — — — 0
6 42 2 Yes Mixed Cattle — — — ✓ — 1
25 100 Many No Livestock Cattle ✓ — ✓ — — 2
75 400 Many No Livestock Sheep — — — — — 0
200 600 Many No Livestock Sheep — — — — ✓ 1
Total: 1 0 1 2 1
As for grazing management options, the intensive restoration adopted were different from the initial interest 
expressed by user groups. During prioritization, several user groups were initially interested in intensive options, 
with four interested in reseeding, and four interested in gully rehabilitation. However, during management 
planning these groups changed their minds and decided not to implement these options, as the feasibility of 
successfully conducting intensive restoration options was called into question (reseeding was adopted by one 
user group but this group was not initially interested in reseeding). Several groups who started management 
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planning hoping to use trenches (three groups) and enriched exclosure (two groups) also changed their minds, 
leaving two groups planning to use trenches, and one group planning to create a portion of exclosure enriched 
with improved forages. Intensive restoration measures can be highly effective, especially with a good grazing 
plan that provides for their sustainability. However, the cost of inputs such as seed for reseeding, and high 
labour requirements for trenches, removal of problematic plant species, and especially gully rehabilitation, can 
be difficult for user groups to coordinate with their membership. More information on targeting of grassland 
management options to the different contexts of communal grasslands in the highlands will be provided in a 
forthcoming targeting tool (Sircely and Eba, in press).
In some cases, constraints and risks may prevent rapid change at the present time. The one user group that 
adopted no grazing management options has severe challenges in controlling grazing and avoiding conflicts from 
inside and outside the user group. For this group, these constraints also threaten their plan to conduct reseeding 
and manually remove problematic vegetation. Where grazing access is difficult for the group to regulate, these 
intensive restoration measures will need to be strategically located and well-protected succeed. For localities 
where rights and access are contested, certification of user rights and a more heavy, longer-term engagement 
with all users of the grassland would facilitate discussions needed to begin management planning.
After management planning is complete, user groups may be additionally motivated by being supported to test 
a portion of their plan. Using the management plans for multiple grasslands to identify the most common realistic 
options, these options can be tested in ‘action research’ trials that demonstrate the benefits directly to the user 
groups. When the group selects an aspect of their own actual management plan for trialling, observation of the 
benefits can help to cultivate stronger community ‘buy-in’ that can ease the flow of the trial, and serve as the first, 
potentially catalytic step in improving the management system of a grassland. In Menz, this testing is currently 
ongoing for one common element of management plans in several communal grasslands—resting during the 
months of July, August and September (Eba and Sircely, in press). This resting was planned as short-resting, and/
or as one part of basic seasonal grazing. To provide the statistical basis for an action research trial of this resting 
approach, it was necessary to have several grasslands (replicates) willing to participate in the trial. For all of these 
grasslands, a quantitative baseline assessment of grassland condition had been conducted (Sircely and Eba 
2020c), and will be re-sampled to quantify the effects of resting. 
Trials need to focus on management options that are part of the management plan in each site, which means that 
grassland user groups participating in research trials must have common elements in their management plans. 
In Menz, the approach of resting toward the end of the rainy season—when farmers can use their individual 
grazing lands near their farm plots to feed their livestock—was selected for action research trials as it was the 
most common element of management plans for multiple grasslands. Data from the resting trial will inform 
management recommendations applicable in similar grasslands. The results from the trial in Menz will provide 
evidence on the effectiveness of end-of-rainy season resting in high-altitude grasslands of the drier eastern and 
northern portions of highlands in Amhara. Not only are these action research trials effective for demonstrating the 
effects of improved management to the user group, in addition the ‘control’ plots serve as monitoring plots for 
the condition of the overall grassland, especially when used as ground data to train remote sensing models able 
to track condition at the scale of entire grasslands.
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Menz sheep grazing in a communal grassland in Menz, Amhara (photo credit: ILRI/Jason Sircely). 
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E. Ways forward on highland 
communal grassland management
In highland communal grasslands, management planning is a promising solution with several benefits to farmer 
livelihoods and sustainable use of natural resources. Management to restore and improve the productivity of 
communal grasslands will increase feed availability and quality, benefit livestock-based livelihoods, and reduce 
degradation rates and enhance the delivery of ecosystem services such as carbon storage, infiltration of rainfall 
and erosion control. Preventing conversion to crops, which is often unsustainable on the poor soils generally 
found in communal grasslands, would further enhance ecosystem services provided by communal grasslands. A 
robust plan aligned to local livelihood priorities for grassland management will help to secure communal areas 
from unsustainable individualization. Grassland productivity could be significantly increased through modest 
management improvements, even simple steps such as short-resting during strategic feasible periods, or 
rotational resting where new areas are rested in different seasons or different years.
Management planning addresses key gaps in the management of communal grasslands. None of the 10 grassland 
user groups engaged in Menz had a management plan, as will likely be the case in most of the Ethiopian 
highlands. The user groups were registered with the government, but only two out of the 10 had a government-
issued certificate of user rights. Institutions overseeing communal grasslands vary from government-formed 
user groups to traditional or customary institutions, for example under edir social support groups. User groups 
showed strong interest in management planning and improving management of their grasslands. However, 
they commonly voiced a need for support in preparing, documenting and enforcing the management plan. 
Engaging government livestock and land officers from the woreda (district) level appears to have helped motivate 
more serious planning, as user groups knew that the government was aware of and supportive of their plan. In 
the case of enforcement, the willingness to accept cases charging violators in kebele (sub-district) social court 
makes for a strong disincentive for any flagrant, repeat violators of the rules (or ‘free-riders’) who significantly 
disrupt the ability of the user group to coordinate communal grassland management for common social benefit. 
Certification of communal grassland user rights is ongoing, and as this process continues it is likely to improve 
the sense of farmers that communal grasslands will continue to provide resources in line with their interests and 
livelihood priorities in the future. Certification may discourage sub-division of grasslands into individual crop 
plots where crop yields are likely to be poor and unsustainable, leading to further degradation and contraction 
of the communal grassland area. Certification would also encourage user groups to plan and implement more 
sophisticated management systems requiring greater inputs and investment. These findings are summarized in a 
forthcoming policy brief (Eba and Sircely in press).
Collective action for management of communal grasslands and other common pool resources comes from the 
motivations of the institutions responsible for oversight, and their membership (Ostrom 1990). New ideas and 
reflection can help cultivate motivation, yet it was useful to push user groups to set realistic goals. It is wonderful 
to have lofty goals—but to make tangible progress plans must be both effective and feasible. Some new ideas 
were helpful, especially short-resting and basic seasonal grazing, which were more feasible than rotational 
grazing or intensive restoration measures. These new options do not appear to have occurred to the user groups 
17Highland communal grassland management in Ethiopia—Guide to implementation
before, or were not considered seriously. In contrast, several options—rotational grazing, trenches, reseeding, 
gully rehabilitation—were known to farmers and were initially seen favourably. However, as discussions 
proceeded, these options were often dismissed as not feasible during planning. Those user groups that adopted 
intensive restoration options likely have solid ideas for their implementation and maintenance. Overall, the result 
was a set of well-fitted management plans that will produce tangible benefits to farmer livelihoods. The plans 
can be improved further toward maximizing the potential productivity of these communal grasslands, but more 
sophisticated management strategies and more costly investments appear unlikely to be adopted at present. 
These greater achievements could, however, soon become feasible after as little as 1–2 years of implementation 
experience on the part of the user groups, progress that would help to solidify cooperation within the group and 
enable more dramatic improvements.
Facilitators played essential roles in the planning process by supporting open discussion, listening carefully to 
the goals and concerns of user groups, and using local knowledge to fit management practice into the local 
management system. For example, asking about periods in which rest is feasible led to identification of resting 
periods when alternate feed sources are available. In Menz, the period most feasible for resting was toward the 
end of the rainy season, as farmers make use of their individual grazing lands near their farm plots; resting during 
the belg early rains and dry season was often feasible as well. In contrast, resting during the main kiremt rainy 
season was generally challenging, perhaps requiring other options such as partial exclosure for cut-and-carry 
and hay preservation to provide supplemental feed for the period of feed scarcity at the peak of the kiremt rains. 
This type of detailed fitting of management options to the needs of communal grassland user groups is possible 
through the simple, stepwise methodologies this manual provides.
Well-managed communal grasslands would significantly improve feed availability, livestock production, and the 
income and livelihoods of farmers who rely on livestock. In addition, certifying and planning the management 
of communal grasslands based on local priorities would go far toward slowing land degradation, encouraging 
restoration, and enhancing ecosystem services across the Ethiopian highlands.
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G. Appendices
Appendix A. Protocol for prioritization of grassland user group management objectives.
Highland communal grassland management—Management objectives prioritization protocol
A. The goal of this tool is to generate a list of potential management objectives, in the eyes of the 
community, that can improve the community’s grassland. Management objectives may focus on any 
resources that come from the grassland, including:
• Grazing
• Fodder (cut and carry), haymaking
• Wood harvest (fuel and for construction) 
• Mineral/stone/clay collection
• Plant conservation and collection for use, such as spices, medicines, etc  
• Beekeeping resources such as bee forages
• Areas for recreation
• Wildlife habitat
• etc
B. Rank the problems the community faces in their grazing land. Under “Remark/reasons” include the main 




1 Livestock death due to forage scarcity
2 Declining livestock production
3 Major land degradation, such as gullies and other 
erosion
4 Declining forage biomass production (loss of grass 
biomass)
5 Declining forage quality (loss of good grasses)
6 Weeds or invasive species
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7 Other #1 – Write: _____________________________ 
8
Other #2 – Write: _____________________________ 






2 Fodder (cut and carry), haymaking
3 Wood harvest (fuel and for construction) 
4 Mineral/stone/clay collection
5 Plant conservation and collection for use, such as 
spices, medicines, etc.  
6 Beekeeping resources such as bee forages
7 Areas for recreation
8 Wildlife habitat
9
Other #1 – Write: _____________________________ 
D. Prioritize the most important livestock species in terms of species, sex, and age
Livestock species Rank (1-5) Male Female
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Prioritize the most important ages of the livestock species selected in above table
















E. Record the production purpose (market (local, national etc), household consumption, for both etc) for 
each of the highest ranked livestock types from Section D (above). Production purpose can 





purpose Type of benefit Rank (1-4)
For which market (local/regional/
national market name)

























F. Write down the priority grassland resources. Ask the community: (1) “is it useful to make a plan to 
improve resource __X__?”; (2) “is it useful to make a plan to improve livestock type __X__?”; and (3) “can 
a plan be made to improve both grassland resources and production of the priority livestock types?
G. Ask the community: What are possible ideas of yours for improving grassland resources, production of 
priority livestock types, or both?
H. Depending on the site, suggest a few (3-5) management options from the list below, that may be 
effective and feasible for that grassland site.
List of possible options: Basic seasonal grazing, Short-resting, Exclosure, Gully rehab, Re-seeding (over-
sowing), Weed removal, Invasive species removal, Forestry/Wild resources harvest rules, Rotational 
resting, Rotational grazing
Record the community response for each management option discussed.
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Appendix B. Example of a management plan in English and Amharic.
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